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Several candidates have entered the field for the November 20 presidential elections, but attention
for the moment is focused on the ambitions of former de facto president Efrain Rios Montt
(1982-1983). Until the last few days, the contest shaping up was between Rios Montt, who heads
the rightist party Frente Republicano Guatemalteco (FRG), and the as yet unannounced candidate
of the also right-wing Partido de Avanzada Nacional (PAN). However, the guerrilla umbrella
organization Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG) has recently stepped onto
the stage as a political wildcard in the upcoming elections. Even if Rios Montt does not run, this
election gives voters the unique opportunity to radically alter the makeup and direction of all levels
of government. At stake are not only the presidency and vice presidency, but all 80 seats in the
unicameral legislature, and all 330 municipal mayoral seats.
The 1995 elections will carry special importance in other ways as well, as signs increase of an
open reemergence of the political left in elections for the first time since the 1954 US-sponsored
overthrow of elected president Jacobo Arbenz Guzman. The retired general and former dictator
Rios Montt is now president of the Congress. He is widely expected to run despite Article 186 of the
Constitution, which prohibits anyone who came to power in a coup d'etat from being a candidate
for the presidency. This prohibition would seem to invalidate a Rios Montt candidacy because
he led a de facto government in 1982 and 1983. That government suspended Congress and the
Constitution and outlawed political parties while pursuing a bloody anti- insurgency campaign. He
was overthrown by another military coup in August 1983.
Last December, Rios Montt became president of the Congress with the help of a center-right
coalition formed by his own FRG party, the Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca (DCG), and the
Union del Centro Nacional (UCN) [see NotiSur, 01/06/95]. His coalition now commands a 41vote majority in the legislature and he has used that majority to position himself for a run at the
presidency. Despite his history as a dictator, Rios Montt is one of the most popular political figures
in the nation. A poll published in April by the newspaper Siglo 21 indicated that 48% of the decided
voters favored him as a presidential candidate, and he enjoys an overall approval rating of 80%,
according to other polls. Though he draws fire from human rights groups and the supporters
of the rebel URNG, some of whom say he should be in jail instead of in Congress, Rios Montt's
authoritarian style and his reputation for personal honesty could well appeal to enough voters to
win him the presidency. "He is authoritarian, true, but not a thief," said political analyst Gabriel
Aguilera.
"That is part of his strength." Asked recently about the charges made by a US congressman that
Guatemalan military officers were in the pay of the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), Rios
Montt replied in the no-nonsense style that political analysts say contributes to his popularity,
"Demand proof and order them shot" (see NotiSur, 03/31/95, 04/14/95 and 05/05/95). Rios Montt
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attempted to run for the presidency in 1990 but was blocked by a Constitutional Court ruling
invoking the Article 186 prohibition. Gearing up for this year's election campaign, the FRG
attempted in January to skirt the constitutional question by using its congressional majority to pass
an electoral reform law preventing the voter registrar from disqualifying any presidential candidate
on constitutional grounds.
In February, the Constitutional Court threw out the law on a technical point without directly
addressing the merits of the case, leaving open the possibility of another hearing on the proposal.
So far, however, attempts by the FRG and a personal appeal by Rios Montt to gain a second
hearing have been rebuffed. This still leaves the FRG free to confront Article 186 head on, perhaps
introducing a constitutional amendment in Congress that would repeal Article 186. With Rios Montt
the only visible beneficiary of such a move, other parties particularly the PAN with 24 deputies
could gather the necessary support to block the amendment, which requires a two-thirds vote. This
would give a clearer field for PAN's own presidential candidate.
The FRG's alliance with the DCG served to get the ex- general elected to the presidency of the
Congress, and earlier in the year there were indications that the coalition partners might support
his bid for the national presidency as well. DCG leaders publicly criticized Article 186 as a political
ploy aimed at Rios Montt and supported his right to run. But political observers have suggested
the DCG has its own agenda: helping the FRG to pass its constitutional amendment in return for
FRG help in removing another prohibition that outlaws the reelection of anyone who has already
served as president. That could pave the way for the DCG's Vinicio Cerezo, who was president
from 1986 to 1990 and who has well-known reelection ambitions, to run against Rios Montt. Besides
Rios Montt, the field of probable candidates so far only includes Mario Castejon of the tiny Partido
de los Descamisados, which has no congressional delegation; Alfredo Castillo of the extremeright Movimiento de Liberacion Nacional (MLN), which has only three deputies in Congress; and
Hector Gramajo, former defense minister, of the Frente de Unidad Nacional (FUN), also with no
representation in the legislature.
Gramajo was recently fined US$47 million in absentia by a US court in a human rights case (see
NotiSur, 04/21/95). However, in April, the pre-campaign positioning was complicated by the
formation of a moderate-right to left-of- center coalition the Frente Nacional (FN) composed of the
DCG, the Union del Centro Nacional, and the Partido Socialista Democrata (PSD). FN leaders are
seeking support from the URNG to form a broad-based alternative to the right-wing candidates of
the major parties, and in particular to Rios Montt. The coalition selected as its presidential candidate
Fernando Andrade Diaz-Duran, who served in the Cerezo administration as ambassador to the UN.
Diaz-Duran has centrist credentials, despite his participation in the prior military government of
Gen. Oscar Mejia Victores (1983-1986). While the established parties jockey for position, the URNG
which is not a legally recognized party may hold one of the most important cards in the electoral
game.
In recent weeks the URNG has been circulating what amounts to a political party platform. In
language devoid of its traditional revolutionary rhetoric, the proposal calls for "a broad political
front" to compete electorally for power with the "retrograde" forces on the right. Aiming its message
at labor, indigenous, small business, and marginalized groups who have stayed away from the ballot
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boxes in recent elections, the document attempts to place the URNG squarely in the political process
as a programmatic force. The URNG can be expected to take issue with the harsher measures of the
government's neoliberal economic program. Still, its position paper supports some basic tenets of
neoliberalism, such as attacking fiscal and monetary imbalances, albeit through alternative policies
that would more equitably distribute the costs of modernization among the rich and poor alike.
The entry of the URNG into the mainstream of political life was expected once the final peace
accords, now being negotiated in Mexico City with the government, are concluded. However, the
thorniest problems, particularly spelling out the role of the military and the URNG in postwar
Guatemalan life, are far down on the peace process agenda. It is unlikely that agreement can be
reached on these issues in time for the November elections. This would mean that the URNG
will not be able to head a national political coalition as guerrilla leader Pablo Monsanto hoped in
February, but would have to operate through intermediaries such as FN candidate Diaz- Duran.
Meanwhile, there are reports that URNG leaders have been meeting in Mexico City with
representatives of a number of grassroots groups belonging to the umbrella organization Asamblea
de la Sociedad Civil (ASC). Nineth Montenegro, leader of an ASC-member human rights
organization Grupo de Apoyo Mutuo (GAM), announced on May 15 that, in talks with the URNG,
ASC representatives supported a number of the URNG's economic and social proposals. While the
URNG is clearly attempting to change its image from that of a armed revolutionary force to that
of a nonthreatening player in a multiparty democracy, it must also resurrect the huge reservoir of
potential support among the absentee voters.
In the congressional elections last August, only 18% of eligible voters turned out, and in the 1990
presidential election, absenteeism was 56% in the first round, jumping to 70% in the second round.
Tapping that reservoir is now one of the URNG's highest priorities. Ironically, the URNG had
continuously urged voters not to participate in elections during the long guerrilla struggle against
the government that dates back to the 1960s. On May 16, in its first official move to change course
on election strategy, the URNG leadership issued a statement directed at the absentee voter, saying
that "electoral indifference is to be left behind....Now is the moment to stop abstentionism from
benefitting a minority." [Sources: Associated Press, 04/03/95; Central American Report, 01/13/95,
03/03/95, 04/28/95; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 05/11/95; Agence France-Presse,
05/11/95, 05/15/95; Reuter, 05/16/95]
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